afternoon last Thursday, top NIH administrators had announced to staff, by e-mail, that the scientists the agency supports, on and off its campus in Bethesda, Maryland, could resume their experiments immediately, and that funding and peer review would begin apace.
"I am delighted to see that the NIH took swift action, " says Linzhao Cheng, a stem-cell researcher at the Institute for Cell Engineering at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland. Cheng had suspended all hiring, purchases and planning for a large NIH grant that had scored very highly in peer review. He had originally expected to receive funding on 1 September. Still, he says, even if he receives payment this week, "we just cannot do science like this, turning the switch on and off ".
Peer review is also suffering, Cheng says. Two weeks ago, he was instructed by the NIH to ignore any grants for projects using human embryonic stem cells as he prepares to participate in a study section next month. He hadn't heard of any change to those instructions by the end of last week. By now it will be difficult, he says, to give human embryonic stem-cell proposals the careful reading they deserve in advance of the meeting on 12-13 October.
Cheng also draws on Maryland state funds for his work, but that is not an option for many other researchers (see "Looking for other funders"). Meri Firpo, an assistant professor at the University of Minnesota Stem Cell Institute in Minneapolis, says that until the future of federal funding becomes more certain, she will plan for a long-term shutdown. She is currently rewriting an NIH grant, due for submission in October, to exclude human embryonic stem cells. And she is restructuring the projects of students who receive federal support to exclude the controversial human cells. "We are going forward with the same question mark as before, " Firpo says.
The uncertainty extends to stem-cell researchers based on the NIH campus. Although several are hurrying to expand valued cell lines while they can, some are switching to work with induced pluripotent stem cells, which are not derived from embryos. "No one is willing to take any risks at this point and start any big experiments, " says one on-campus researcher, "because it's possible that in two weeks all experiments with these cells will really be shut down for a long time. "
As the legal battle continues, proponents are pressing for Congress to pass a bill that would explicitly make it legal for the NIH to fund human embryonic stem-cell research. While rejecting a request to stay his ruling, Lamberth wrote, "Congress remains perfectly free to amend or revise the statute. " According to Mark Abrahams, a biologist at Memorial University in St John's, Newfoundland, Canada, the transgenic fish's ramped-up metabolism is maladapted to life in the wild. "They are willing to incur huge risks to gain access to food, " he says, allowing predators to pick off the fish easily.
The next GM animal on dinner plates may be the Enviropig, developed at the University of Guelph, Ontario, Canada, and submitted to the FDA for approval. The pig can better absorb phosphorus from its food, reducing the phosphorus content of its manure. High-phosphorus manure can induce algal blooms in waterways.
There are no requests for authorization of transgenic food animals pending in the European Union, and the European Food Safety Authority, based in Parma, Italy, is just beginning to draft regulatory guidelines. For now, AquaBounty plans to market its salmon only in the United States. "Other countries are interested but they are all looking to the United States for the regulatory imprimatur," says Stotish. ■ Emma Marris "They are willing to incur huge risks to gain access to food."
